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A multiple baseline across 8 nationally syndicated cartoonists evaluated the effects of personal advocacy
letters encouraging presentations of a specific prevention message—the depiction of safety belt use
in comic strips showing motor vehicle occupants. During baseline these cartoonists depicted safety
belt use in only 15% (6 of 41) of their strips with occupied vehicles, but following receipt of a
personal letter requesting safety belt use 41% (42 of 102) of their strips depicted safety belt use.
Four cartoonists showed clear and immediate increases in depiction of safety belt use, 2 demonstrated
delayed and somewhat less consistent belt use, and 2 cartoonists showed no change. The approach
and results are discussed with regard to advocacy efforts intended to influence presentation of

prevention messages in the media.
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In a special issue of the Journal of Applied
Behavior Analysis on road safety, Geller (1991b)
called for behavior analysts to engage themselves
in a war for highway safety. Actually, behavioral
researchers have studied various strategies to in-
crease safety belt use among vehicle occupants at
work sites (e.g., Geller, 1983; Hagenzieker, 1991;
Ludwig & Geller, 1991), schools (Roberts, Fanu-
rik, & Wilson, 1988; Williams, Thyer, Bailey, &
Harrison, 1989), and throughout the community
(e.g., Geller & Lehman, 1991; Seekins et al., 1988).
Most of these interventions, however, demonstrated
their effectiveness in a single setting or community
and were designed to intervene directly with vehicle
occupants.

An additional strategy might be to attempt low-
cost, minimally intrusive interventions that could
be implemented as broadly as possible (Berry &
Geller, 1991; Geller, Ludwig, Gilmore, & Berry,
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1990). Nationally syndicated newspaper features
offer a broad-based communication medium that
reaches people in every community in America.
Gaining access to this medium for delivering such
prevention messages, however, continues to be a
major challenge (Winett, 1987).

Letter-writing campaigns represent a common
approach to influencing public officials and decision
makers (Cook, 1975). Seekins and Fawcett (1985)
developed self-help guides for expressing opinions
publicly, and these materials were found to be
effective (Seekins, Fawcett, & Mathews, 1987).
Geller (1988) reported that his nationwide petition
and letter-writing campaign was effective in getting
some television stars to use vehicle safety belts on
prime time action shows. Similarly, cards or letters
have been used to prompt sexual partners to seek
treatment for sexually transmitted diseases (Mon-
tesinos, Frisch, Greene, & Hamilton, 1990) and
to remind patients to keep appointments with their
physician (Rice & Lutzker, 1984). A similar ap-
proach might be taken to influence the media to
present a prosocial model of safety in everyday
presentations of vehicle use.

Cartoonists frequently depict motor vehicle use.
Influencing cartoonists to show their characters us-
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ing safety belts would place a positive model of
risk reduction before millions of readers on a regular
and repeated basis. This study was designed to
evaluate the impact of a personal-advocacy ap-
proach (cf. Geller, 1989) to influence nationally
syndicated cartoonists to depict safety belt use in
their comic strips.

METHOD
Subfects

Eight nationally syndicated cartoonists served as
subjects. Each published a strip daily in the Kansas
City Star. The Star is a morning paper with a
daily circulation of 287,261. Monday through Sat-
urday, the Szar prints 35 comic strips. Targeted
cartoonists included Cathy Guisewite (Cazhy), Jack
Elrod (Mark Trail), Brad Anderson (Marma-
duke), Chance Browne (Hi and Lois), Mort Walker
(Beetle Bailey), Dean Young and Stan Drake
(Blondie), Lynn Johnston (For Better or for Worse),
and Hank Ketcham (Dennis the Menace).

Observation Procedures

An observer reviewed all 35 comic strips pub-
lished Monday through Saturday in the Kansas
City Star from February 1, 1990 to August 31,
1991. The obsetver obtained a copy of every comic
strip that included a passenger in a motor vehicle.
The Star maintains two copies of all newspapers
published, Monday through Saturday, during the
ptevious 6 months. One set is included in a “‘no-
cut file,” which can be reviewed by the public. A
second set is included in a “‘cut file,”” from which
the public is allowed to cut out and keep any item
of interest. One of the authors went to the Szar
offices approximately every 3 months to remove all
comic strips that depicted motor vehicle use from
newspapers in the cut file. Over the course of the
study, part or all the comic strip section was missing
on only seven occasions from newspapers in the cut
file. The comic strips published in that day’s news-
paper were subsequently checked in the no-cut file,
and on one occasion a photocopy was made of a
strip depicting motor vehicle use.
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Occupant safety belt use was not scored if a
vehicle was depicted but (a) no occupants were
visible in any of the vehicles or (b) the vehicle was
depicted as parked with one or more of the doors
opened. Over the 19-month observation period,
22 different cartoonists portrayed occupied vehicles
in 285 separate comic strips. Of these, 144 (51%)
were published by the cartoonists serving as subjects
in this study.

The first author marked the publication date on
each comic strip and sorted all strips chronologically
by cartoonist. He also served as the primary ob-
server and scored each comic strip for safety belt
use. Using a checklist that identified the comic strip
and its publication date, the observer scored the
comic strip as an occurrence of safety belt use with
a plus (+) whenever one or more of the passengers
in the vehicle was using a safety belt or was secured
in a child passenger safety device, or scored the
strip as a nonoccurrence of safety belt use with a
zero (0) whenever none of the passengers used a
safety belt or child passenger safety device.

As a measure of interobserver agreement, an
undergraduate student served as the second ob-
server and independently scored all comic strips
depicting a motor vehicle for occupant safety belt
use. Both observers agreed on occupant safety belt
use in 40 of the 41 comic strips published by the
targeted cartoonists that depicted safety belt use
(98% occurrence reliability) and 141 of the 143
comic strips that did not depict safety belt use (99%
nonoccurrence reliability). The observers agreed on
all 27 comic strips published by nontargeted car-
toonists that depicted safety belt use (100% oc-
currence reliability) and 110 of the 114 comic strips
that did not depict safety belt use (96% nonoc-
currence reliability).

Advocacy Letters

Throughout this study, the second author was
employed by the Head Injury Association of Kansas
and Greater Kansas City (HIA) as director of a
school-based head and spinal cord injury prevention
project. Following the appearance of an unbelted
passenger in one of the targeted comic strips, he
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wrote the cartoonist a personal letter on HIA let-
terhead. Each letter was written and mailed within
1 day of the publication of the comic strip. These
letters followed Seekins and Fawcett’s (1985) rec-
ommendations on how to write a letter to the editor.
Each letter (a) was addressed to the cartoonist (e.g.,
Ms. Lynn Johnston, For Better or for Worse, %o
Universal Press Syndicate, 4900 Main Street, Kan-
sas City, MO 64112); (b) included a personal
introduction (e.g., I'm a regular reader of your
work, and I enjoy it very much—especially as Mi-
chael becomes more and more like my older sons!);
(¢) stated the problem (e.g., I urge you to make a
small change in your strips that involve motor ve-
hicle operation—such as the one that appeared in
this morning’s edition of the Kansas City Star—
in which none of the passengers was using a vehicle
safety belt.); (d) included a copy of the comic strip
referred to in the letter; (e) explained why this
change is important and stated an opinion about
what should be done (e.g., I realize your purposes
are oriented more toward entertainment than ed-
ucation, but it would be wonderful if you would
help us educate our fellow citizens—and your read-
ers—about the benefits of safety belt use. Of course,
it would be nice if this could be done in an overt,
direct manner by devoting actual script copy to the
subject. But, even if you just depict your characters
using safety belts on a consistent basis—as a normal
component of a healthy, proactive lifestyle—you
could do much to underscore the message that
safety belt use is commonplace and common sense.);
and (f) signed the letter and indicated his position
of Director of the HIA Head and Spinal Cord Injury
Prevention Program.

Two of the cartoonists (Jack Elrod, Mark Trail;
and Chance Browne, Hi and Lois) tesponded to
the advocacy letter by writing back to indicate that
they would depict future vehicle passengers using
safety belts, but they failed to do so consistently.
A representative for Brad Anderson (Marmaduke)
also responded to the initial advocacy letter. A
follow-up advocacy letter was mailed to these 3
cartoonists encouraging them to depict future ve-
hicle passengers using safety belts. A “thank you’
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letter was mailed to each cartoonist following the
first depiction of safety belt use by one of their
cartoon characters.

Experimental Design

This letter-writing campaign was conducted in
a multiple baseline design across cartoonists. Per-
sonal letters, each including a consistent message,
were sent to each of the 8 targeted cartoonists.
Letters were sent to Cathy Guisewite (July 18,
1990), Jack Elrod (July 23, 1990, and December
20, 1990), Brad Anderson (July 23, 1990, and
August 21, 1990), Chance Browne (August 20,
1990, and December 1, 1990), Mort Walker (Au-
gust 21, 1990), Dean Young and Stan Drake
(August 22, 1990), Lynn Johnston (February 13,
1991), and Hank Ketcham (June 29, 1991).

RESULTS

Six cartoonists (Guisewite, Cazhy; Elrod, Mark
Trail, Browne, Hi and Lois, Young, Blondie;
Johnston, For Better or for Worse, and Ketcham,
Dennis the Menace) wrote a personal response to
the advocacy letter. Each cartoonist indicated will-
ingness to depict safety belt use in future comic
strips. In addition, the Director of Comic Art for
the United Feature Syndicate replied that she had
forwarded our letter to Brad Anderson (Marma-
duke). These responses from the cartoonists were
dated 7 to 95 days (M = 30) after the original
advocacy letter requesting safety belt depiction. Mort
Walker (Beetle Bailey) was the only cartoonist
who did not respond. It is not known if he received
the advocacy letter mailed to him at King Features
Syndicate.

Figure 1 shows safety belt use in the eight cartoon
strips. In Cathy, safety belts were depicted in only
one baseline strip. However, the strip published 13
days after the letter encouraging safety belt depic-
tion included a safety belt, as did 11 of the next
12 strips that included an occupied vehicle. Mark
Trail showed more delayed and less consistent belt
use following initial and follow-up letters. The first
Mark Trail strip to depict safety belt use was
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Consecutive Comic Strips Depicting an Occupied Vehicle

Figure 1. Safety belt use in consecutive comic strips depicting occupied vehicles. The verticle dotted lines indicate the
point at which a personal advocacy letter was sent to the cartoonist encouraging depiction of passengers using safety belts
in future cartoons. Arrows indicate the point at which a second advocacy letter was mailed to the cartoonist.
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published 140 days after the initial letter; however,
all five strips published after the follow-up advocacy
letter depicted safety belt use.

Chance Browne responded to the initial letter
requesting safety belt use in Hi @nd Lois within
9 days. His response acknowledged the error in not
including safety belts and noted that it would not
happen again. In addition, he returned a copy of
the comic strip identified in the advocacy letter—
with all passengers using safety belts. However,
none of the nine subsequent Hi and Lois strips
with vehicle occupants depicted safety belt use.
Lynn Johnston (For Better or for Worse) also re-
sponded within 9 days of the initial letter. One
strip without safety belts was published before her
response; she subsequently included safety belts on
For Better or for Worse characters in 8 of her next
10 strips with occupied vehicles.

Although only one of Hank Ketcham'’s (Dennis
the Menace) four baseline strips included belted
passengers, both strips including occupied vehicles
published after the initial advocacy letter depicted
safety belts in use. Dean Young (Blondie) provided
a personal response to the advocacy letter and de-
picted vehicle occupants using safety belts in 9 of
his next 11 strips with occupied vehicles. Mort
Walker (Beetle Bailey) was the only cartoonist
who did not respond to the advocacy letter. Safety
belts were never depicted in any of his 8 baseline
or 10 postintervention comic strips. Finally, the
first postbaseline Marmaduke strip to depict safety
belt use was published 44 days after the advocacy
letter was mailed. It is noteworthy that the initial
response to our advocacy letter was not from the
cartoonist, and indicated only that the letter would
be forwarded to him.

Thus, 4 of these nationally syndicated cartoonists
showed clear and immediate increases in depicting
safety belt use. Two others demonstrated somewhat
more delayed and less consistent use, and 2 showed
no change in safety belt use. During baseline these
cartoonists depicted safety belt use in only 15% (6
of 41) of their strips with occupied vehicles; how-
ever, following receipt of a personal letter requesting
safety belt use, 41% (42 of 102) of their strips
depicted safety belts.
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Of the 14 other cartoonists who published strips
in the Szar depicting occupied vehicles, only 19%
(27 of 141) of their strips depicted safety belt use
by vehicle occupants. Three cartoonists accounted
for 59% of these depictions of safety belt use;
Family Circus (four of four), Garfield (six of eight),
and Marvin (six of eight). Thus, the remaining
11 cartoonists depicted safety belt use in only 9%
(11 of 121) of their strips with occupied vehicles.

DISCUSSION

Results suggest that the personal letter-writing
campaign was effective in influencing some car-
toonists to depict safety belt use in their comic
strips. When cartoonists depict safety belt use, they
provide a model of behavior to reduce the risk of
injury. Although the individual effects of such pre-
vention messages may be weak, the subjects’ comic
strips are published in thousands of newspapers
across the country and may influence millions of
people nationwide.

Many cartoonists prepare material several weeks
(or sometimes months) in advance of actual pub-
lication. It is possible, therefore, that the 2 car-
toonists who showed more delayed responses to the
advocacy letters had already prepared copy in ad-
vance and were not willing to go back and make
changes in previously prepared comic strips. Ac-
tually, the cartoonists’ quick and consistent re-
sponses to the advocacy letters were surprising. Five
cartoonists wrote a prompt, personal response. Some
delays were inevitable, however, as one cartoonist’s
response had a West Africa postmark.

It is unknown whether similar response patterns
would be found if a similar campaign targeted other
media professionals. Television writers, producers,
and directors may receive a much heavier volume
of mail than cartoonists. Other forms of entertain-
ment (e.g., television shows) typically involve mul-
tiple decision makers, thus making it much more
difficult to target any one person who could effi-
ciently implement a change in policy. Comic strips,
however, are often the product of a single artist.

In his response to a similar advocacy letter that
focused on other high-risk activities depicted in
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WEARING A HUG.
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Figure 2.

Calvin and Hobbes (Calvin preparing to do a back
dive from the top of a ladder into a small inflatable
swimming pool), Bill Watterson mentioned that
his goal was merely to entertain his readers and
that he wasn’t trying to be an educator. Thus, it
is critical that this type of advocacy letter be phrased
in such a manner so as not to suggest that artists
have an obligation to turn their strips into a propa-
ganda piece for vehicle occupant protection or any
other worthwhile cause. The majority (75%) of the
cartoonists targeted in this study, however, respond-
ed to the advocacy letter in a very positive manner,
indicating a willingness to ““do the right thing.”
In addition to personal letters agreeing with the
need for depiction of safety belt use, 4 cartoonists
provided original artwork for the school-based Head

©1990 CATHY GUISEWITE
Original artwork prepared for the school-based head and spinal cord injury prevention project.

and Spinal Cord Injury Prevention Project con-
ducted by the Head Injury Association of Kansas.
Figure 2 provides an example of original artwork
provided by Cathy Guisewite (Cazhy) that is cur-
rently used in HIA presentations. In addition, orig-
inal artwork depicting a positive safety belt message
was provided by Bil Keane (Family Circus), Lynn
Johnston (For Better or for Worse), and Hank
Ketcham (Dennis the Menace).

Although evaluation of any impact that depict-
ing vehicle safety belt use among cartoon characters
might have on actual safety belt and child safety
seat use was beyond the scope of this study, it is
a critical topic for future research. Winett (1987)
offered many instructive design considerations for
research evaluating this type of media presentation.
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This study suggests that through ‘“‘actively car-
ing” (Geller, 1991a), individuals can make an im-
pact on the broader world around them. This sim-
ple intervention was accomplished because one
individual personally cared about media depictions
of vehicle safety belt use and was willing to take
the time and effort to act on his concerns. Through
a series of these small wins (Weick, 1984), indi-
viduals can truly make a difference in the “‘war”
to improve highway safety. When readers regularly
receive the message through comic strips published
in their newspapers that using a vehicle safety belt
is normative, desirable, and appropriate behavior,
an overall climate of road safety may be approxi-
mated.
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